Hepatic expression patterns of the large and middle hepatitis B virus surface proteins in viremic and nonviremic chronic hepatitis B.
The envelope of hepatitis B virus consists of large, middle, and small hepatitis B surface proteins. Recent data from in vitro studies suggest that intracellular expression and distribution of the three polypeptides may be variable. These observations in artificial expression systems prompted this analysis of the occurrence and distribution of the three hepatitis B surface proteins in the liver tissue of substantial viremic (hepatitis B virus DNA- and hepatitis B e antigen-positive) and low-viremic or nonviremic (hepatitis B virus DNA-negative, anti-hepatitis B e antigen-positive) carriers by specific monoclonal antibodies against large, middle, and small proteins. Patients with an active form of viral replication showed a prevalence of middle and small hepatitis B surface proteins in the liver. In nonviremic carriers, the large hepatitis B surface protein was the predominant intrahepatic antigen, a finding that was confirmed at the ultrastructural level by staining of the entire filaments of the viral envelope material in ground glass hepatocytes. The present data are thus consistent with observations in hepatitis B virus-transgenic mice and in transfected cell systems, suggesting that the different patterns of the envelope proteins in the liver may be due to different processing at the translational level.